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Preface: In Which a Journey is Avoided on Purpose


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


According to all respectable narrative models (and several less-respectable TED Talks), the Hero’s Journey begins with a Call to Adventure. This call is rarely scheduled, never comes with consent forms, and is almost always delivered by someone with suspicious facial hair.

This book contains no such call. Or rather, it contains several—delivered via flaming scrolls, talking cats, unsolicited magical matchmaking, and one increasingly melodramatic sword.

The protagonist? A woman who has filed seven formal complaints against fate, four cease-and-desist notices to prophecy, and once sued a destiny rep for emotional damages and workplace intrusion.

This is her story.
Not of rising to greatness.
Not of answering the call.
But of sending it to voicemail.
And maybe—maybe—getting cursed into answering it anyway.
So grab your preferred beverage, light a Narrative Disruptor candle if you’ve got one, and prepare to watch a perfectly competent woman try to dismantle the Hero’s Journey from inside the trope.

Spoiler: it doesn’t go well.

Story structure consulted. Advice ignored.
Verity Farcett
Your unlicensed Hero’s Journey tour guide*
*Currently under investigation by Destiny’s Internal Review Board
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CHAPTER 1 – "Your Call Is Very Important to Us"
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Cassie Thornblade swatted at the alarm clock with the precision of someone who'd spent years perfecting the art of violence against inanimate objects. The clock skittered across her nightstand, screaming in three different magical languages before falling silent with what sounded suspiciously like a whimper.

"Not today," she muttered, dragging herself upright. Her hair—a dark auburn mess—fell over her eyes as she fumbled for the pen she always kept stabbed through her bun. The pen glowed faintly violet, a detail she pretended not to notice. "Not any day."

The tiny apartment above Black Bean Hexpress was both a blessing and a curse. The blessing: a thirty-second commute. The curse: well, actual curses. The walls occasionally wept espresso when the moon was full, and sometimes her shower ran hot chocolate instead of water. Cassie had long ago stopped questioning it and invested in industrial-strength cleaner.

She shuffled to the bathroom mirror and stared at her reflection. Gray eyes—"Destiny Gray," as the seers called it—stared back. Eyes that made fortune tellers develop migraines. Eyes that cosmic entities couldn't seem to stop sending mail about.

"You're just a shift manager," she told her reflection as she jammed the glowing pen back into her messy bun. "Not special. Not chosen. Just late."

The mirror huffed, its glass fogging slightly. Cassie ignored it. Enchanted furnishings always got mouthy when prophecies were near.



Black Bean Hexpress sat wedged between a fortune-telling shop that was perpetually "Closed for Prophetic Maintenance" and a store selling discount grimoires with minor typos. ("Summon a Demon" became "Salmon a Demon"—now with 100% more confused fish.)

Cassie unlocked the front door, flipping the sign to "Open" with the enthusiasm of someone signing divorce papers. The overhead lights flickered on, illuminating the worn wooden counter and mismatched tables. The café smelled of coffee beans, cinnamon, and the faint whiff of interdimensional rifts.

"Morning, boss," called Twig, already behind the counter. Twig was nineteen, gangly, and had a third eye that only opened when he was steaming milk. "The espresso machine's possessed again."

"Did you try unplugging it and plugging it back in?" Cassie asked, hanging her jacket on the coat rack, which shuddered and rearranged her jacket into a more flattering fold.

"Yeah, but it just started speaking in tongues and demanding virgin coffee beans."

"Virgin coffee beans? Where would we even—" Cassie stopped and rubbed her temples. "Never mind. I'll handle it."

She approached the espresso machine, which was trembling and emitting a low, guttural growl. Steam hissed from its valves in rhythmic pulses that sounded uncomfortably like laughter.

"Listen," she said, keeping her voice low, "we've been through this. You're an espresso machine. Not a portal to the nether realms. Not a vessel for wandering spirits. If you want virgin beans, take it up with supply chain." She slapped the side of the machine once, firmly. "Now behave, or I'll replace you with that French press that's been eyeing your spot."

The machine shuddered, spat out a perfect shot of espresso, and fell silent.

"Works every time," Cassie said, downing the shot in one gulp. "Threats of obsolescence."

The café's morning rush began trickling in. First came Mrs. Yarrow, an elderly woman who wore sixteen shawls regardless of the weather and always ordered "tea that knows things." Then a group of apprentice wizards, distinguishable by their singed eyebrows and the homework that occasionally burst into flames. Finally, a harried-looking businessman whose briefcase kept trying to eat his tie.

"Busy morning," said Farah, the other barista, sliding behind the counter. Her hair was blue today, which meant she'd tried another failed transformation spell. Last week it had been green with what looked suspiciously like scales. "The loyalty cards have been acting up again."

"How bad?" Cassie asked, already reaching for the salt they kept under the counter specifically for magical containment.

"Two customers complained about feeling 'spiritually lighter' after their tenth punch."

"Damn it," Cassie muttered. "That's the third soul-stealing loyalty program this month. I told corporate we should stick to 'buy ten get one free' without the mystical fine print."

She grabbed the stack of loyalty cards and flipped one over. In microscopic, shimmering text along the bottom edge: "Each stamp represents 1/10th of your eternal essence transferred to Black Bean Hexpress, LLC. Management not responsible for existential emptiness upon completion."

"Just put them in the void drawer," she told Farah. "I'll fill out the metaphysical complaint form later."

The door chimed as a new customer entered—a woman in flowing robes with cloudy, unfocused eyes. A seer. Cassie suppressed a groan. Seers always made a scene, and not just because they knocked things over while staring at things no one else could see.

"Welcome to Black Bean Hexpress," Cassie recited, "where every cup is an adventure you didn't ask for. What can I get you?"

The seer stared at a point six inches above Cassie's head. "I require... the beverage of prophecy."

"We call that coffee. What size?"

"The future... is murky."

"So, a medium?"

"Yes." The seer's eyes suddenly focused, looking directly at Cassie. "You. You are the one who—"

"Who makes your coffee." Cassie interrupted, writing 'MEDIUM COFFEE' on a cup with unnecessary force. "That'll be three silver. Name?"

"Fate has many names."

"I'm writing 'Murky,'" Cassie said, scribbling on the cup. "Next!"

As the seer drifted away, muttering about convergence points and narrative imperatives, Cassie felt a familiar prickling at the back of her neck. She looked down to see a small scroll materializing on the counter, surrounded by blue flames that didn't burn the wood. The parchment unfurled itself, revealing flowing script that glowed gold.

"Oh, for—" Cassie snatched the scroll and shoved it into the trash can beneath the counter before anyone could see it. The trash can shuddered, hiccupped, and released a small puff of glittery smoke.

"Another one?" Twig asked, eyeing the trash can warily.

"Fifth this week," Cassie replied through gritted teeth, wiping golden glitter from her hands. "They're getting more insistent."

"Maybe you should—"

"Don't say it."

"—read one? Just to see—"

"Not happening. Last time I opened one, my apartment rearranged itself into a 'quest-friendly floor plan' with an armory instead of a bathroom."

The trash can erupted in flames, sending the lid flying across the room. It barely missed a customer who was too absorbed in their ancient tome to notice their impending decapitation. A column of fire shot upward, and the scroll rose from the ashes, now three times its original size.

"CASSANDRA THORNBLADE," it boomed in a voice that made the mugs rattle on their shelves. "YOUR PRESENCE IS REQUESTED BY THE COUNCIL OF—"

Cassie grabbed the fire extinguisher from beneath the counter and blasted the scroll with foam. The magical flames sizzled and died with what sounded like an offended squawk.

"Sorry about that," she called to the startled customers. "Coffee supplier getting creative with their marketing. Everyone who witnessed the extradimensional outreach gets a free muffin."

This immediately placated the café patrons, who returned to their beverages with the collective memory of goldfish. Free food trumped cosmic disturbances any day of the week.

"You can't keep ignoring them," Farah whispered as she passed behind Cassie with a tray of scones.

"Watch me," Cassie replied, scraping the soggy remains of the scroll into the trash. "I've got student loans, Farah. Destiny doesn't offer health insurance or 401k matching."

The morning continued with its usual rhythm of minor crises. The sugar dispenser began predicting people's deaths (mostly exaggerated, occasionally spot-on). A customer left a tip in coins that kept multiplying until Cassie trapped them in a jar of salt. Twig accidentally served a love potion latte to a man who subsequently fell deeply in love with his own reflection in the napkin dispenser.

Just before noon, the door opened to admit a figure in a hooded black cloak. This, in itself, wasn't unusual—dramatic fashion choices were common in Brindlewick. What made Cassie look twice was the way the figure seemed to bring a drop in temperature, like a walking draft.

The cloaked man (Cassie assumed it was a man from the heavy boots and the faint scent of masculine-marketed deodorant) approached the counter, keeping his face shadowed.

"What can I get you?" Cassie asked, pen poised over a cup.

"Blood of the chosen," the figure whispered in a voice like gravel being crushed.

Cassie blinked. "We're out. How about a caramel macchiato?"

"No, I mean—" The figure leaned closer, lowering his voice further. "Your blood. The blood of the chosen one. The one who will—"

"Sir, this is a coffee shop," Cassie interrupted, tapping her name tag. "I'm a shift manager, not a blood bank. Caramel macchiato or not?"

The hooded figure stared at her (at least, she thought he was staring—hard to tell with the whole face-shadow thing). "You don't understand the importance—"

"Venti caramel macchiato coming up," Cassie said loudly, writing 'HOOD GUY' on the cup. "That'll be five silver."

The figure remained at the counter, somehow radiating both menace and awkwardness. "The prophecy clearly states—"

"We also have banana bread," Cassie added, pointing to the display case. "Goes great with existential dread and unwanted destiny."

After a long pause, the figure mumbled, "Fine. And a slice of banana bread."

As Cassie rang up his order, she felt a strange vibration from the back room. It buzzed through the floorboards like a distant tuning fork, setting her teeth on edge. She ignored it, focusing instead on counting out change for Hood Guy.

"Cassie," Twig called from the lost and found cabinet, "you need to see this."

"Little busy," she replied, sliding the caramel macchiato across the counter. The hooded figure took it, still grumbling about prophecies and the stubbornness of chosen ones.

"No, you really need to see this," Twig insisted, his voice higher than usual. "Like, right now."

With a sigh, Cassie turned over the register to Farah and stalked to the lost and found cabinet—a large wooden chest that held the usual array of forgotten scarves, umbrellas, and occasionally, familiars that escaped their owners.

Twig stood beside it, looking pale. "It just... appeared. Wasn't there when I checked earlier."

Cassie peered into the chest and felt her stomach drop. Lying atop a pile of mismatched gloves was a sword. Not just any sword—a massive, gleaming blade with runes etched along its length that pulsed with inner light. The hilt was wrapped in leather that seemed to ripple like water, and set into the pommel was a stone that shifted colors as she watched.

"Don't touch it," she warned Twig, who was already backing away.

"Wasn't planning to. It... hummed at me."

Cassie leaned closer, careful not to make contact with the blade. Burned into the leather of the hilt were two letters: C.T.

"Property of C.T.," Twig read over her shoulder. "Cassandra Thornblade. That's... not subtle."

"It's not mine," Cassie said flatly. "I didn't lose it. I never had it. Therefore, it doesn't belong in lost and found."

"But it has your—"

"Nope." Cassie slammed the chest shut. The sword's hum increased in pitch, vibrating through the wood. "I don't care if it has my dental records carved into the blade. I'm not touching it."

She stomped back to the counter, but the humming followed her, a persistent note that seemed to resonate in her bones. Every step she took, the pitch changed slightly, like the sword was singing to her, calling her.

"It's getting louder," Farah noted as Cassie reached the espresso machine.

"Ignore it," Cassie said, though the humming had become impossible to tune out. Customers were looking around for the source of the noise, some covering their ears.

The hum crescendoed into a high-pitched whine. The lost and found chest rattled, then burst open. The sword rose into the air, hovering six feet off the ground, spinning slowly. Light poured from the runes, casting moving shadows across the walls.

"Oh, come ON," Cassie shouted at the ceiling. "This is so unnecessary!"

The café fell silent except for the sword's song, which had modulated into something that sounded suspiciously like a power ballad. The blade rotated until it pointed directly at Cassie, then slowly floated toward her.

Cassie backed away, bumping into the pastry display. "No. Absolutely not. I have a shift to finish."

The sword continued its approach, undeterred.

"We were low on drama today," Twig remarked from behind the safety of the counter. "Universe is making up for it."

"Not helping," Cassie snapped, sidling along the wall. The sword followed her movement like an eager puppy. "Someone get me a mop."

Farah thrust a mop into her hands. Cassie brandished it at the sword like a weapon. "Back! Go back to whatever magical plot device factory you came from!"

The blade didn't respond to her threats, continuing its steady approach. Customers had pulled out their crystal phones, recording the incident with barely concealed glee. Magical confrontations made excellent content for ScryTok.

In a desperate move, Cassie lunged forward and swatted at the sword with the mop. The blade dodged easily, pirouetting in midair like a metallic dancer. The movement sent it spinning toward the ceiling, where it embedded itself in a wooden beam with a solid THUNK.

The café erupted in applause. Someone started a betting pool on how long before the sword came down again.

"Show's over," Cassie announced, putting down the mop. "Half-price scones for everyone who leaves in the next five minutes."

The promise of discounted baked goods worked its usual magic. The café emptied quickly, leaving only staff and a deeply embedded magical sword.

"Well," said Farah, staring up at the weapon, "that's going to be hard to explain to the health inspector."

"It's a... decorative feature," Cassie muttered, already mentally composing her resignation letter. "Rustic charm."

"It's still humming," Twig pointed out. The sword was indeed vibrating in the beam, causing small splinters to rain down on the counter. "What are you going to do?"

Cassie grabbed a stepladder from the supply closet. "I'm going to put it where it can't cause any more problems."

She climbed up, carefully avoiding looking directly at the glowing runes. With the handle of the mop, she poked at the sword until it dislodged from the beam, catching it awkwardly before it could impale anyone below. The moment her fingers brushed the hilt, a shock ran through her body—not painful, but like recognition, like coming home after a long journey.

"Stop that," she hissed at the sword, which warmed in her hands. The runes glowed brighter, almost eagerly. "I'm not interested in whatever quest you're selling."

She carried the sword to the janitor's closet, its weight surprisingly light in her grip despite its size. The blade seemed to adjust itself to her balance, becoming more an extension of her arm than a burden. Cassie pointedly ignored how right it felt.

"In you go," she said, shoving the sword into the closet among the mops and buckets. "Stay."

The sword's hum dropped to a disappointed whine as she closed and locked the door. Cassie wiped her hands on her apron, feeling the lingering warmth where she'd touched the hilt.

"That's that," she declared, turning to face her wide-eyed staff. "Tomorrow, we go back to normal. No swords, no prophecies, no destiny. Just coffee and the occasional minor curse."

The janitor's closet rattled once, then fell still. Cassie made a mental note to reinforce the lock later. And maybe buy earplugs.

"You know," Twig said carefully, "most people would be excited to be chosen for a magical quest."

Cassie flipped the sign to "Closed for Magical Maintenance" and began wiping down the counter with unnecessary vigor. "Most people don't have to make rent next week. Most people don't have seven different loyalty cards that each own a piece of their soul." She tossed the rag into the sink. "Most people haven't spent their entire lives running from this exact scenario."

The closet door rattled again, more insistently.

"It's not giving up, is it?" Farah asked.

Cassie stared at the closet, then at the charred remains of the scroll in the trash, then at her own reflection in the chrome of the espresso machine. Her eyes—that stupid, destiny-marked gray—stared back.

"No," she said finally. "But neither am I."
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CHAPTER 2 – "Please Hold for Prophecy Verification"
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Cassie trudged up the narrow staircase to her apartment, each step releasing a small puff of cinnamon-scented dust. The building—a converted Victorian with architectural commitment issues—creaked sympathetically as she fumbled with her keys.

"Home crappy home," she muttered, shouldering open the door.

Her apartment greeted her with the familiar smell of burnt toast and protective herbs. Cassie had long ago accepted that no amount of air freshener could mask the scent of metaphysical boundary maintenance. She kicked off her shoes, one landing in a pile of unopened scrolls that had accumulated in the corner like mystical junk mail.

The sword incident had left her with a headache that pulsed in time with the fluorescent kitchen light. Or maybe that was just the prophecy allergy. Hard to tell these days.

She flipped on the lights and surveyed her kingdom: a studio apartment that somehow managed to be both cramped and sparse. The walls wore a tapestry of anti-scrying symbols drawn in chalk, marker, and what might have been ketchup during one particularly desperate midnight intrusion. Her furniture consisted of a futon with pretensions of sofa-hood, a coffee table supporting the weight of seventeen empty mugs, and a bookshelf filled with titles like So Your Destiny Won't Take No for an Answer and Prophecy-Proofing for Dummies.

Her cat, Veto, watched her from atop the refrigerator with the judgmental air of someone who had witnessed the fall of civilizations and found them wanting. His tail—missing the last inch due to what Cassie assumed was a previous owner's failed spell—swished slowly.

"Don't start," she told him, dropping her bag on the counter. "I've had enough magic for one day."

Veto blinked, then opened his mouth. Instead of a meow, out came: "The blade of fate awaits thy grasp, O chosen one, time grows short—"

Cassie threw a dish towel at him. It missed, but the cat shut up, looking offended.

"Not you too!" She pressed her palms against her eyes. "Was the sword not enough? Now they're possessing my cat?"

Veto licked his paw, dignity somehow restored, and pointedly looked away.

"That's what I thought." Cassie moved to the window and pulled down the blinds, checking that the salt line along the sill remained unbroken. Then she circled the apartment, methodically shutting off every protective sigil—tiny carved wooden discs that glowed various colors when active. Blue for anti-scrying, green for physical barriers, red for what her mother would have called "spiritual interference" and Cassie called "cosmic spam filters."

One by one, the sigils dimmed as she pressed her thumb to their centers. The ritual of it soothed her, a tangible reminder that she still had some control. She finished with the bathroom, where a particularly stubborn sigil flickered defiantly before going dark.

Cassie failed to notice the faint purple glow coming from beneath her welcome mat.

Dinner consisted of microwave ramen enhanced with the magical world's equivalent of hot sauce—a substance that occasionally caused mild precognition but made everything taste like birthday cake. Cassie added a generous squirt. If she was going to glimpse the future, it might as well come with flavor.

She settled onto the futon, balancing the bowl on her knees, and reached for the remote. The TV—ancient and partially haunted—flickered to life showing reruns of Bewitched. Cassie snorted. Even her appliances had a sense of irony.

"Breaking news," announced a serious-looking anchor as the channel changed by itself. "Prophecies across the five realms are showing unprecedented convergence points. Experts warn of potential narrative collapse if key chosen ones continue to—"

Cassie jabbed the power button. The TV died with what sounded like a disappointed sigh.

"I just want to eat my noodles," she told the empty room. "Is that too much to ask?"

The bathroom mirror rattled in response.

Cassie froze, chopsticks halfway to her mouth. Slowly, she set the ramen aside and stood. The mirror rattled again, more insistently.

"No," she said firmly. "We've discussed this. Mirrors are for reflecting, not for interdimensional correspondence."

The mirror rattled a third time, then began to glow. The surface rippled like disturbed water, and a thin golden scroll slid through, clattering into the sink. Unlike the scrolls from the café, this one bore an official-looking crimson seal stamped with the universal symbol for "We're Not Kidding Around Anymore."

Cassie approached cautiously, poking the scroll with a toothbrush. When it didn't immediately burst into flame or screech prophecies, she picked it up. The parchment felt warm, almost alive, beneath her fingers.

"FINAL NOTICE," read the embossed heading. "Heroic Opportunity Closing Soon."

Below that, in smaller print: "Dear Ms. Thornblade, This notification serves as your FINAL NOTICE regarding your designated Hero's Journey™ (Ref #: 873-QRTX-9445). Despite numerous attempts to contact you through conventional means (burning bushes, dream visitations, sentient weapons, etc.), you have failed to acknowledge your contractual obligations as specified in the Prenatal Destiny Agreement of [FILE CORRUPTED]..."

Cassie's eye twitched. "Prenatal Destiny Agreement? I was a fetus! I couldn't even sign my name!"

She continued reading, her scowl deepening with each line.

"...failure to respond within 72 hours will result in automatic Narrative Escalation Procedures, including but not limited to: Traumatic Inciting Incidents, Wise Mentor Apparitions (potentially fatal to said mentors), and/or Family Revelation Bombshells. To accept your destiny and avoid unnecessary emotional distress, simply grasp the Sword of Veracious Intent and state 'I accept my fate' three times..."

At the bottom, in cheerful comic sans: "Questions? Contact your local Fate Adjustment Office! Hours: Whenever You Least Expect It."

"Seventy-two hours?" Cassie crumpled the scroll and threw it into the toilet. "That's just bad customer service."

The scroll reappeared on the sink counter, now laminated.

"Oh, come ON."

From the kitchen, Veto made a choking sound. Cassie rushed to find him staring at her, eyes glowing an unnatural purple.

"The threads of destiny wind tight around thee," the cat intoned in a voice three octaves deeper than any feline had a right to produce. "The sword calls for blood of the chosen, the prophecy wanes with the—"

Cassie scooped him up, marched to the closet, and tossed him inside. "Time out for possessed cats."

Veto's muffled yowls returned to normal cat sounds, which was somehow more disturbing.

She ran a hand through her hair, dislodging the glowing pen. It fell to the floor and rolled under the futon, leaving a trail of violet light like a magical slug.

"This is fine," Cassie muttered. "Everything's fine."

But it wasn't fine. The scrolls were getting more insistent, the sword had followed her to work, and now her cat was spouting prophecies. Something was definitely escalating.

She paced the small apartment, chewing her thumbnail. The protective sigils had worked for years—what had changed? Prophecy was just glorified spam, easily blocked with the right magical filters. But lately, it seemed to be seeping through the cracks like water finding the lowest point.

Cassie glanced at her ancient laptop. When in doubt, search the weird corners of the internet.

She settled back onto the futon and opened a browser window. The wifi—temperamental and possibly sentient—decided to cooperate for once. She typed: "how to opt out of prophecy."

The results were discouraging. Most sites offered the magical equivalent of snake oil: crystals that "redirected destiny waves," potions that made you "narratively invisible," amulets that supposedly transferred your fate to someone else (that one seemed ethically questionable at best).

Cassie clicked through forum after forum, her hope dwindling with each useless suggestion. She was about to give up when a thread caught her eye: "Narrative Resistance Resources."

The post was three years old, written by someone called "DeathToTropes."

"If you're being hounded by Narrative Forces, there are a few legitimate ways to interrupt the story flow. Forget the usual junk—crystal shields, destiny deflectors, prophecy blockers. That stuff just delays the inevitable. For REAL protection, you need something that exists outside the narrative structure.

"There's a place in the old market district called Wick'd Intentions. Looks like a candle shop, smells like a candle shop, denies being anything but a candle shop. But the owner knows things. Sells these black candles that supposedly burn holes in narrative fabric. Never tried them myself (I'm more of a preventative type), but I've heard stories.

"Warning: The guy who runs it is NOT friendly. Rumor says he used to be big in the prophecy business himself—villain side—until something went sideways. Now he helps people slip between the plot lines. For a price."

Cassie leaned closer to the screen, scrolling through the comments.

"WickyWicky: Total scam! Bought a candle, still chosen. 0/10."

"HeroicallyChallenged: @WickyWicky did you light it during a full moon while standing in salt? Instructions matter, genius."

"ProphecyPuncher: Can confirm shop exists. Can't confirm it works. Owner kicked me out for asking too many questions. Said my 'narrative density' was giving him a migraine."

"DeathToTropes: @ProphecyPuncher That's because you're a walking cliché, Brad."

The thread devolved into personal attacks after that, but Cassie had read enough. Wick'd Intentions. A candle shop that might—might—help her escape the narrative noose tightening around her neck.

She grabbed her phone and navigated to the map app, typing in "Wick'd Intentions candle shop." To her surprise, it appeared: a little red pin dropped in the heart of Brindlewick's old market district, sandwiched between a taxidermy shop called "Stuff It" and what appeared to be an empty lot.

The shop's hours listed "10 AM - 6 PM or when narratively convenient."

Cassie stared at the screen, a small bubble of hope rising in her chest. It was probably nothing—another magical scam in a long list of magical scams—but it was something she hadn't tried. And right now, with scrolls materializing in her bathroom and her cat speaking in verse, something new was better than nothing.

She made a decision. Tomorrow, first thing, she'd visit Wick'd Intentions.

The laminated scroll on the bathroom counter burst into flames, then reconstituted itself with a new message: "REMINDER: 71 HOURS REMAINING."

"Yeah, yeah," Cassie muttered, heading to bed. "Put it on my tab."

She crawled under the covers without bothering to change, too exhausted to care about proper adult behavior. As sleep pulled her under, she failed to notice the faint purple glow spreading from beneath her welcome mat, slowly creeping across the floor toward her bed, tendrils of destiny seeking their target.

In her dreams, Cassie stood on a battlefield littered with the corpses of narrative tropes. A sword—the sword—gleamed in her hand, dripping with what looked suspiciously like editor's ink. Before her loomed a shadowy figure with a manuscript for a face, pages fluttering like wings.

"Embrace your story," it commanded in a voice like paper cuts.

Cassie raised the sword. "I choose my own ending."

She woke with a start, her alarm shrieking in three magical languages. The apartment smelled of burnt parchment and destiny—an unsettling combination like cinnamon and gasoline.

Veto sat at the foot of her bed, watching her with unnervingly normal eyes.

"Meow," he said, refreshingly non-prophetic.

"Good talk," Cassie replied, sitting up. Her bones ached as if she'd actually been fighting in her dreams. She glanced at the clock: 9:15 AM. She had a shift at the café in the afternoon, which gave her just enough time to visit a potentially fraudulent candle shop run by an allegedly unfriendly ex-villain.

Perfect.

She rolled out of bed and stepped directly onto a golden scroll that had materialized on her floor. It crinkled beneath her heel, then combusted, leaving a scorch mark that read: "70 HOURS."

"I get it!" she shouted at the ceiling. "You're very punctual for cosmic forces of narrative manipulation!"

No response came, which was somehow more ominous than any prophetic proclamation.

Cassie dressed quickly in jeans and a faded t-shirt that read "NOT A PROTAGONIST" across the chest—a gift from her therapist, who had a questionable sense of humor but excellent insight into Cassie's particular brand of cosmic anxiety.

She grabbed her bag, checked that her keys and wallet were inside, and headed for the door. As she stepped into the hallway, Cassie noticed a faint purple residue on her welcome mat. She stared at it for a long moment, then deliberately scuffed it with her shoe until the glow faded.

"Nice try," she muttered, pulling the door shut behind her.

The old market district awaited, and with it, possibly, a way out of this narrative nightmare. Cassie squared her shoulders and descended the stairs, leaving behind an apartment humming with frustrated destiny.

Veto watched her go from the window, his tail swishing slowly. As the door closed, he opened his mouth and, very quietly, in a voice that crackled with eldritch energy, whispered: "The candle shop beckons. The villain waits. The story... continues."

Then he coughed up a hairball, perfectly normal in every way except for its slight, unsettling glow.
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CHAPTER 3 – "Wick'd Intentions and Poor Life Choices"
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Cassie stood in an alley that shouldn't exist, staring at a storefront that definitely hadn't been there yesterday. The narrow passage between "Stuff It" taxidermy and an empty lot had stretched like taffy, carving out space for a shop that logic insisted couldn't fit.

"Wick'd Intentions" read the sign, dark letters burned into wood that had seen better centuries. Beneath it, in smaller text: "Purveyor of Candles & Other Regrettable Decisions."

The building hunched between its neighbors like a gothic librarian at a beach party—technically present but fundamentally opposed to the concept. Its windows, smudged with what looked like decades of reluctance, revealed only shadows and the occasional flicker of something that might have been flame.

Cassie checked her phone's map app again. The red pin that had marked the shop now floated in empty space, accompanied by the message: "Location Not Found: Have You Considered Just Going Home Instead?"

"Helpful," she muttered, shoving the phone back in her pocket.

She approached the door, which bore more warning signs than a government facility dedicated to experimental magic. "No Soliciting," read one. "No Prophets," said another. "No Chosen Ones (This Means YOU)," declared a third in aggressive red lettering. And finally, in neat calligraphy: "We Reserve the Right to Refuse Service to Anyone with a Destiny."

Cassie hesitated, her hand hovering over the tarnished doorknob. This was probably a mistake. But her alternatives involved swords, scrolls, and a cat with performative tendencies. She turned the knob.

A chorus of tiny bells shrieked in alarm as the door swung open. Not the delicate tinkle of normal shop bells—these sounded like they'd been designed by someone who'd watched too many horror films and thought, "Yes, but what if the bells were traumatized?"

The interior of Wick'd Intentions smelled like regret and bergamot. Rows of shelves lined the walls, each packed with candles of varying shapes, sizes, and degrees of ominousness. Some glowed with unnatural colors; others seemed to absorb the light around them. A few whispered faintly, though whether they were offering wisdom or plotting arson remained unclear.

Behind a counter of dark, weathered wood stood a man who matched his shop in every respect: out of place, out of time, and fundamentally opposed to being perceived.

He looked up from a ledger, his expression settling on Cassie like a judge eyeing a repeat offender. He was tall, with longish silver-streaked black hair tied back in a manner that suggested he'd done it out of necessity rather than style. His face—angular, unsmiling—might have been handsome if it relaxed for more than three seconds at a time. His eyes were the kind of blue that made the sky question its life choices.

Those eyes narrowed as they assessed Cassie, cataloging and dismissing her in the same glance.

"We're closed," he said.

Cassie glanced pointedly at the "OPEN" sign in the window. "Your sign suggests otherwise."

"My sign lies." He returned to his ledger, pen scratching against paper with aggressive disinterest.

"Then maybe update your sign," Cassie said, stepping fully into the shop. The door swung shut behind her with a thud that sounded suspiciously final.

The man's pen paused. Without looking up, he said, "You smell like prophecy."

"Excuse me?"

"Prophecy. You reek of it. Like fate and bad decisions." He wrinkled his nose. "With notes of espresso."

Cassie crossed her arms. "I work in a coffee shop."

"And I sell candles to people who aren't narrative focal points." He finally looked up again, his gaze uncomfortably direct. "So one of us is lying about their primary occupation, and I suspect it's not me."

A harsh caw broke the tension. Cassie jumped, her heart slamming against her ribs, and spun toward the source. Perched on a stand near the register was a raven—or what had once been a raven before someone had taxidermied it with more enthusiasm than skill. Its glass eyes gleamed with unnatural awareness, and its beak opened and closed mechanically.

"Chosen One alert! Chosen One alert!" the bird croaked, its voice like rusty scissors. "Narrative density critical! Recommend immediate evacuation!"

"I'm not—" Cassie began.

"Shut up, Edgar," the man snapped at the bird. "We've discussed your volume control."

The raven's head rotated a full 360 degrees. "She's a walking plot device, Rick! Our insurance doesn't cover act three climaxes!"

Rick—apparently the man's name—sighed with the weariness of someone who'd had this argument before. "Edgar was trained to detect narrative anomalies. He's also an opinionated asshole." He shot the bird a look. "Who's going to be raven jerky if he doesn't dial it back."

"You need me!" Edgar squawked indignantly. "I add ambiance!"

"You add migraines," Rick muttered, then refocused on Cassie. "Why are you here? And consider your answer carefully, because my patience, like this shop's tolerance for destiny carriers, is extraordinarily limited."

Cassie straightened her spine. This was not going to plan—not that she'd had much of a plan beyond 'find shop, buy anti-prophecy stuff, return to normal life.' She'd expected a salesperson, not a cross-examination.

"I need candles," she said, aiming for casual and missing by several countries.

One dark eyebrow arched so high it nearly escaped Rick's forehead. "Candles."

"Yes. I'm decorating."

"Decorating what? The focal point of your hero's journey?"

"My apartment."

"With anti-prophecy wards?"

Cassie's mouth opened, then closed. She took a steadying breath. "Look, I read online that you sell specialized candles for people with... specific problems."

Rick leaned back, crossing his arms in a mirror of her posture. "What sort of specific problems?"

"The kind that arrive in scrolls and won't take no for an answer," Cassie admitted through gritted teeth.

A flicker of something—recognition, perhaps—crossed Rick's face before his expression slammed shut again.

"I don't help chosen ones," he said flatly. "They're walking narrative sinkholes. Everything in their orbit gets pulled into their story. Becomes a plot point." His mouth twisted. "Or worse, a tragic backstory motivator."

"I'm not a chosen one," Cassie insisted. "I'm a coffee shop manager with student loans and an irrationally possessed espresso machine."

"A chosen one in denial. Even worse." Rick pushed away from the counter. "Leave."

"Wait!" Cassie stood her ground. "I just want to know if what they said online was true. Do you sell candles that burn holes in narrative fabric?"

A muscle twitched in Rick's jaw. His eyes flicked to a shelf behind her, then back to her face. "Who sent you?"

"Some random person on a forum. DeathToTropes?"

Rick's expression shifted minutely. "That idiot."

"So it is true?"

Instead of answering, Rick moved from behind the counter and stalked down one of the aisles. His movements were fluid and controlled, like someone who'd spent years making sure his body never betrayed him. Cassie followed, oddly fascinated despite herself.

He stopped before a section of black candles, each in a glass container etched with symbols that made Cassie's eyes water when she tried to focus on them.

"These," Rick said without enthusiasm, "are Narrative Disruptors. They create temporary blind spots in plotlines. Light one, and for about twelve hours, you're a narrative ghost."

Cassie stared at the candles, hope rising unbidden. "They really work?"

"They delay. They don't solve." Rick picked one up, turning it in his hand. The black wax seemed to absorb the light around it. "And they have side effects."

"What kind of side effects?"

"Temporary character amnesia. Supporting cast may forget you exist. Pets start speaking in complete sentences instead of cryptic prophecies. Faucets run backwards." He shrugged. "Minor reality hiccups."

Cassie frowned. "That doesn't sound minor."

"Compared to what happens when a prophecy collapses on someone unprepared? It's a papercut." Rick replaced the candle on the shelf. "But these won't help you."

"Why not?"

"Because you're not just destiny-adjacent. You're drenched in it." His eyes narrowed again, studying her with unsettling intensity. "How many signs have you ignored? How many messengers have you sent packing? How many magical weapons have materialized in your immediate vicinity?"

Cassie swallowed hard, suddenly feeling exposed. "That's... that's not relevant."

"Based on your aura, I'd guess... multiple scrolls, at least one talking animal, and—" Rick stopped abruptly, his gaze sharpening. "What is that?"

Cassie felt it before she saw it—a familiar vibration that resonated in her bones. A humming that started low and rose in pitch like a question.

"No," she whispered. "No, no, no."

The sword—the same one she'd locked in the janitor's closet at Black Bean Hexpress—materialized in the center of the shop. It hovered three feet off the ground, its blade catching the light from dozens of candles. The runes etched along its length pulsed with inner fire, and the gem in its pommel shifted from blue to violet as it rotated toward Cassie.

"That," Rick said with deadly calm, "is a Blade of Narrative Intent."

"It's not mine," Cassie blurted.

The sword hummed louder, indignant.

"It has your initials burned into the hilt." Rick pointed to the C.T. clearly visible on the leather grip.

"A... coincidence."

The sword executed what could only be described as an eye-roll spin, performing a full 360-degree rotation before pointing accusingly at Cassie.

Rick's face had gone from merely unfriendly to glacial. "You brought a Narrative Lynchpin into my shop." It wasn't a question. "Do you have any idea what you've done?"

"I didn't bring it!" Cassie protested. "I locked it in a closet across town!"

"And it followed you. Across town. Through multiple barriers." Rick's voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. "Do you understand what that means? The narrative pressure around you is strong enough to bend reality."

Throughout the shop, candles began to flicker. The taxidermied raven flapped its stiff wings in agitation.

"Prophecy breach! Prophecy breach!" Edgar squawked. "Narrative collapse imminent! Rick, your wards are failing!"

Rick looked up, his expression hardening as the protective symbols carved into the ceiling beams began to glow and sputter like faulty Christmas lights.

"Out," he said, pointing to the door. "Now."

"Wait, I need help—"

"What you need," Rick said, maneuvering around the sword to grip Cassie's arm, "is to take your destiny and your oversized letter opener and leave my shop before you tear a hole in my carefully constructed narrative vacuum."

His touch sent an electric jolt through Cassie's skin—not unpleasant, but shocking in its intensity. She yanked her arm away.

"Fine," she snapped, backing toward the door. "I'll go. But running away from problems doesn't make them disappear."

Rick's eyes narrowed. "Says the woman who locked her magical sword in a closet."

The sword hummed in what sounded suspiciously like agreement.

"You're just afraid," Cassie accused, hand on the doorknob. "Afraid of getting involved!"

Rick's face went still, something ancient and cold sliding behind his eyes. "No," he said quietly. "I'm remembering."

The door flung itself open, bells screaming in alarm. Cassie stumbled backward into the alley, the sword floating after her like an eager pet. The door slammed shut with such force that the entire building seemed to shudder.

For a moment, Cassie stood frozen, the rejection stinging more than it should have. She'd known it was a long shot. She'd expected failure. But something about Rick's dismissal—about the way he'd looked at her, really looked at her—left her feeling exposed and weirdly disappointed.

The sword hovered beside her, its hum modulating into something that sounded uncomfortably like consolation.

"Oh, shut up," she told it, turning away from Wick'd Intentions. "This is your fault."
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